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	1. Castle

It was a nice enough day, honestly. The sun was shining, there was a nice breeze, it wasn't too hot out-Victor couldn't complain. The Canadian spring was finally coming around after so many months of icy winter, and while he knew it wouldn't likely change much, the animal inside him was excited. Spring always meant something new, didn't it? Spring was time for growth, for life, and where there was life, there was the ability to destroy it. That's what he was always the happiest about.

He was starting the morning off with some hunting. The fridge was empty, and after all, he had some energy he needed to get rid of. He knew every inch of his property, his _territory, _and a few days prior he had spotted a few deer not too far from his cabin. So he set out after them today, creeping through the trees as quietly as possible, something he was surprisingly good at considering his size. He was massive by human standards, and still large even among ferals. It was something he prided himself on, all of that solid muscle, and luckily, it was pretty easy to maintain in his line of work. "Private contracting" had its perks.

Doing his best to stay downwind of his prey, he growled softly to himself when his nose picked up something other than the usual smells of the forest. Deer, soil, trees, that pesky bear that liked to poke around now and again...and something new. Something...sweet. As he opened his mouth slightly to draw in more of the scent, it flooded his senses, a fruity, almost cold smell that certainly wasn't something he had ever experienced before, much less here, in the middle of the wild. What the fuck was it?

The deer would have to wait.

He changed direction, heading towards whatever it was that he had noticed. Leaves leftover from the fall crunched quietly under his weight, a sound he wasn't too fond of. He wished he could be completely silent, and even though he almost always had the drop on his victims, it wasn't good enough if other ferals could hear him. Hell, even Jimmy could hear him, and if he couldn't even sneak up on the runt, that was saying something.

He reached the edge of a tiny clearing and stopped to sniff the air. The scent was strong, but there was no one for it to be coming from. Frustrated, Victor took a few steps around, making a small circle as he looked into the trees. This wasn't right. Calming himself, he sniffed again, inhaling deeply, filling his nose with the cool morning air. Soil, trees, that sweet fruit, and...yet another new smell, one that he wasn't too fond of. It was something he was trying to take a break from: the military.

"The hell are you doin' here?" he asked out loud as he clawed his way up into the low branches of a tree and made his way along to the next, and the next, until the scent grew stronger and he began picking up the sounds of a struggle.

Oh, it was about damn time.

He felt his claws lengthen slightly as he climbed, forced to stay low due to his weight. He was itching for a fight, and he didn't care who it was with. When he pushed his way through some branches and finally saw who he had been pursuing, though, he had to admit that he was surprised.

"Grab it!" a man in uniform yelled, reaching for his gun. He had three companions, all dressed in black fatigues, and they were all clustered around something that clearly didn't enjoy their company.

A low growl rose in Victor's throat, low enough that the men couldn't hear it, not that they seemed particularly observant. These were the kind of guys who worked in the labs, transporting things and catching them so that they could be locked up. And the thing that they were struggling to get under control, well...he guessed that it wasn't going willingly.

While the men had yet to notice Victor up there just meters above their heads, that thing in the middle of them did. It stopped flailing for a second and glanced up at the sound of the noise he had made, and that moment was all he needed to see that it was definitely a person, and definitely a mutant. Now that he saw what his nose had been leading him to this entire time, he could grab other details out of the scent, too; fruit, a crisp cold, exhaustion, fear...

Feral.

He was ashamed of the way he hesitated, but he couldn't stop staring as she snapped back and raked a clawed hand across a soldier's face. She was a swirl of white and gray, black spots dotting her skin as she lashed out at the men as they tried to subdue her. It wasn't until a shot rang out and she fell still that Victor managed to move again, and oh, did he move.

With a bellowing roar, he leapt from the tree, landing on one man and grabbing another, who received a blow to the head that left him lying in the dirt. A few bullets pierced his chest, but he didn't slow down as he moved towards the remaining two and snapped their necks one by one. It was boring and quick, but he had other things occupying his mind right now.

Red was seeping out of the feral, but she pushed herself up out of the dirt and rose onto shaky legs, stumbling a few feet away from Victor as she clutched her side. She was dressed in grimy rags, blood staining them in more than a few places. It seemed like they were barely clinging to her, and it was apparent that she had lost weight since they had first been placed on her. The sight of so many bones poking out made him snarl, and he didn't know why. Maybe it was just because she was clearly underfed by whoever was keeping her.

Her hair was a matted gray mess, filled with leaves and twigs that suggested she had been running from those men for quite some time without any chances to stop and clean herself up. She was shaking slightly as she bared her teeth at him, fangs longer than his own glistening. They were the only threatening thing about her as she stood there, wobbling on her unsteady feet, about to collapse at any moment. She dared to still challenge him, even when she was clearly only a few days from starvation? Frail had guts.

"Who are you?" she asked, her voice hoarse, like she hadn't had water in a few days. It was almost painful to hear.

Victor took a few steps toward her. A feral, a _female _feral. He could smell her fear. He knew how she was perceiving him, and it was just how he wanted-big, dominant alpha male. Healthy. Strong. Bloodthirsty. He flexed his hands, claws sliding out a bit more. The beast inside of him was desperate to make an impression on her, and it had to be a good one.

"Who're you, frail?" he asked, his voice a deep rumble.

She blinked as if she didn't know the answer. "I-I asked first."

He smirked to himself. Still trying to act tough? Cute. He'd give it to her this time. "Victor. Now tell me yours."

She was silent for a moment. Was she seriously trying to figure it out? "Ria." she said finally. "Ria."

Victor was pleased that he had managed to get it out of her. He was pleased that he was managing to do anything with her scent hanging in the air, honestly. "Well then, Ria, mind tellin' me if you've got anymore friends comin' after you? I'd like ta know who's knockin' at my door."

Whatever tiny amount of color that had been in her face drained as she realized that she was most definitely trespassing. "I don't think so. Not until they realize I was never delivered."

Victor frowned slightly. Oh, he definitely didn't like where this was going. "Let's get inside. You can tell me everythin' once you've got some food in you."

She was a bit shocked, to say the least, as he led her away from the bodies of what used to be her handlers. He only left her side once during the trip to his house, when he forced her to stay in an abandoned fox hole while he grabbed one of the deer he had meant to before she and her little party distracted him. It gave her a chance to think, but honestly, all the thinking in the world couldn't help her figure out what he wanted to do with her.

He had to have another motive. Male ferals didn't just help females. Okay, so she hadn't met very many, and she hadn't ever thought that she was going to meet more. She really didn't think she was going to be seeing the light of day again, though, so that in itself was a pleasant surprise. Despite not having met many, though, she did know a few things about male ferals, and a lot of them weren't very positive. They were relentless, and they always wanted to take what wasn't theirs. Always looking for mates, always starting fights...they were just generally hard to deal with, if her memory was serving her well.

She had never met one as giant as Victor, though.

And none of them had ever smelled as nice as he did.

She snarled at herself. This was stupid! She wanted to get out of there, to run into the trees and figure shit out for herself. She had to get away and be alone to lick her wounds, find out where she was, and get some food.

Well, Victor was getting the food for her, wasn't he? There wasn't any point in wasting energy. She didn't have much to spare. Hell, she could barely even walk straight, let alone run or climb or do literally anything else. She had to face it: she was useless, desperately in need of a bath and some sleep, and a little bit lonely.

"You can come out, darlin'." She heard Victor's slight drawl from outside and poked her head out. He was standing in front of the hollow with a large deer slung over his shoulder, the scent of food occupying most of the space around him.

Ria began salivating as she crept out of the hole, stumbling and stubbing her toes as she made her way over to him. Her inner beast had wanted to make some sort of impression too, but it was looking like it was a negative one now.

_He must think I'm utterly fucking useless. _She thought bitterly as they began walking.

Victor watched her from the corner of his eye. He was surprised that she had managed to stay upright this long. He was in the process of counting her ribs when she noticed him looking at her and her yellow eyes struck his, some sort of distant rage burning behind the broken surface. What the fuck had happened to her?

He dropped the deer down outside and wrenched the door open for Ria, grunting and nodding towards the wash basin before awkwardly stepping out again to string up and gut their dinner. He honestly didn't know what to do with this girl...he didn't feel the need to kill her or do anything even mildly unspeakable. Well, okay, maybe a little bit, but it would be so much more fun if she agreed.

But really, fucking wasn't at the front of his mind. Neither was violence, for once. The sabertooth inside of him was angry, like always, but not at this girl, and killing the soldiers had sedated it slightly for the time being, so it was focused on the task at hand...even though her scent was making it difficult.

He had never met a female of his kind, and it was making something bubble up inside of him. He kept glancing over his shoulder as if he could see through the walls and keep an eye on her, and the fact that he couldn't tell exactly what she was doing was agitating him. This frail was going to ruin him.

Ria managed to take a freezing bath while Victor was outside. She wanted to pretend that she thought the cold water was bracing or something, but honestly, it was because she didn't know that she could just heat it up on the stove and avoid shivering her tits off while she scrubbed at her skin until it was raw. She tore through her tangled hair, scrubbing at it, too, until the water she was sitting in was dark with dirt.

She wrinkled her nose at it and decided that it was probably healthier to get out and began searching for something to wrap up in. Finding a towel, she huddled up in it, drying off as quickly as she could. As she did so, the mirror on the wall caught her attention, and for the first time in what was probably years, she got to see her own reflection, and it took her a while to remember who she was looking at. Was that really her? She was so...sickly. So fragile. Her face was sunken and her head seemed entirely too big for the rest of her, what with there being absolutely no meat on her bones.

_There's no way he'll want you now._

She frowned at herself. That was...a really stupid thought to have. What did she care if he liked her or not? Sure, he was the first mutant she'd seen in forever, and he was big and strong, and definitely probably pretty good looking, and was feeding her and keeping her safe for now, but that didn't mean anything. Her body was just reacting to the fact that there was another feral around, and she didn't appreciate it very much.

Besides, he was dangerous. He could kill her so easily, even when she was healthy. Maybe he was planning on it. Maybe this was her last meal. If that was the case, then she should enjoy it, right?

She heard the door open and froze. She had nothing to wear, and she didn't want him to see her like this, so weak and fragile, bones sticking out everywhere. Her skin was clean, at least.

Victor stomped in, carrying meat from the deer and putting it in the fridge before turning to look for Ria. He spotted her swimming in a towel and would have worn a smug grin if she didn't look so hopeless. It was painful, seeing a fellow feral like this. Especially a female. Especially...his female?

She was in his territory. She was his. He began smiling to himself as realization swept over him and the animal figured out that if he wanted, he could have her whenever the mood grabbed him. After all, nobody was going to dare challenge him for her. They would be pretty fucking stupid if they tried. He wanted her to be accepting, though, which meant winning her over. He needed her to like him.

All ulterior motives aside, though, he was seriously not liking how malnourished she was.

"Uh...come on. Get in here." he motioned for her to come to the tiny kitchen and started by grabbing her a cup of water. She took it and drank greedily, handing it back to him expectantly. He got her more and she did the same thing.

"O-kay, don't wanna get water gut." he warned as she gulped it down again.

She swallowed. "Sorry."

He smirked. Yes, apologize. He was the alpha here.

Her submission didn't last long, though. "Food. Now."

Victor growled in irritation. "You'll eat when I decide."

Ria raised an eyebrow. "Or I could just reach in and grab some for myself."

His growl raised in warning. "Don't test me, frail."

But that's exactly what she wanted to do. "So get me some fucking food, Victor."

Shit, he liked hearing her say his name. He leaned toward her as he reached for the fridge. "Say my name again."

Ria looked up at him with those big amber eyes. "Victor...please."

Her voice was as sweet as her scent was. "That's better."

When she was stronger, she would challenge him more. None of this backing down. As she took a slab of meat from him and sank her fangs into it, she noticed that she was lacking in the fear department. Maybe she just had bigger things to worry about. After all, if he was feeding her and keeping her warm, she could be his mate. No problem. It was little in return for never going back to that _place. _

Besides, he was...attractive.

"I'm tired." she announced when she finished. Victor realized he had been watching her eat the entire time and shook himself lightly.

"Fine. Bed's over there." he nodded toward the fur-covered cot and watched as she tested it and let her towel slip away, her naked form stretching out on the skins as if she had never felt anything so soft. He heard her purr quietly and his breath hitched. He really should find her a shirt or something, to at least keep her warm...but she didn't seem too concerned about it. Her breathing evened out within minutes, and before he knew what he was doing, Victor joined her.

He pulled her close to his chest and began checking her over as she slept. He ran his claws over her skin, searching for scars, bruises, anything to tell him where she had come from. Her healing factor must have been slow, because a chunk of skin was still missing from their little exchange with the soldiers earlier, but hopefully it would pick up when she finally began eating real food and getting real sleep. She was pale, her front an even light color, but across her back and up her neck were tattoos, a spotty leopard print spreading over her.

He chuckled to himself. A leopard, huh? She should be fun, then. Oh, the things he would make her do...as his fingers traveled further down, he frowned. The skin on her belly wasn't as smooth as the rest, and he felt ugly bumps criss crossing over it. Big brutish scars stretched across her lower stomach, definitely made by blades. He snarled, louder than he had meant to, at the thought of those white coats slicing her open. What the fuck had they done to her?

Victor was fuming. How dare they touch her? She was _his. _Nobody was allowed to touch her but _him. _

His snarl woke her for a moment, but after an initial jerk and a fluttering of eyelids, she fell back asleep, snuggling up against him with a sigh. Unsure of what to do, he lowered his head down next to hers, pressing his face into her hair and surrounding himself with her beautiful scent. The fear from before was gone, leaving only contentment.

She seemed happy, and that made him happy.


	2. Flaws

"Time to fess up, frail." Victor said, still sleepy. "Where're you from?"

Sunlight poured in through the windows, hitting Ria's face and forcing her to squeeze her already barely open eyes shut. "I'll tell you in...ten minutes…."

"You'll tell me now." he was getting irritated. "Look at me when I'm talking to you."

She rolled her eyes behind her eyelids and looked at him. "Happy?"

Yes. "Answer me."

She sighed and sat up slightly, hugging her knees to her chest. "I don't know how long I was there...years?" She thought for a moment. "Hard to tell when there's no sky."

"Were you in a lab?"

She nodded. "It was dark most of the time, except for the operating room. Those lights were bright."

Victor frowned. "What'd they do, frail?"

"I slept in a cage. At first it wasn't so bad, and I thought I had a chance at breaking out, because it didn't seem like they were going to do anything other than keep me there, but…" She paused to clear her throat. "They started slicing me up."

"Why?"

This part seemed harder for her. "First they just looked at me. I stayed awake for that one. I watched them cut me open. Right here." She put a hand on one of her scars. "They just poked around. Looked at my insides. Made a few notes and then put me away to heal." Back when she could heal. "But I guess...I guess there's not too many like me left, huh?"

He blinked. "Ferals?"

She nodded a couple times. "Females, though. They were excited when they saw my insides and they brought me back a second time. There were more people there, in different clothes than the white coats. They watched while they cut me open again, and I stayed awake for the second time, and I listened to what they wanted to do to me, and I tried to get away…" She shook her head. "I had to get away. It wasn't right. I didn't want it, I didn't want to be _used _like that, but I couldn't...I couldn't leave. They tried to put me under but it didn't work, and I just had to lay there, half asleep and half awake, watching while they put shit straight inside me and expected my body to just heal around it and accept it."

Victor furrowed his brow. "Shit?"

A tear rolled down her cheek and she hurried to wipe it away. "They tried to make me make babies for them."

A growl rose in Victor's chest and he began growing agitated. He _had _to protect his female now, knowing that they wanted her for _that. _Nobody but him was going to get to touch her anymore, especially not in ways that would make cubs.

"They died. My body said no, because it wasn't right. They weren't made with a mate, and I wasn't healthy anyway, wasn't in a place safe to have babies. So they tried again, and again, and every time the same thing happened...so they decided they had to try it the right way, and put me in a box to send to another place where they have a male."

A massive snarl ripped through Victor and Ria jumped slightly. His lips rose in a sneer, exposing his fangs as he leaned over her. He couldn't smell another male on her, which meant that it was either a long time ago or it hadn't happened. He was hoping for the second one.

"Th-that's where they were taking me before I got away a few days ago. I ran, and they followed, and now I'm here." She looked up and met his eyes. "I didn't realize I was in your territory."

His snarl had faded into a quiet growl, his agitation still present. "The only thing you did by trespassin' was make yourself mine."

She sighed for the second time so far that day. "I know."

He paused in surprise. She wasn't fighting it? He had expected some sort of resistance, but she was giving him nothing. "Good."

Sensing his confusion, she shrugged. "I've lived through worse than whatever you can throw at me. Whatever that male would have done would have been in a lab, or some gross cell, or a cage...at least with you there's a bed and real food." She chewed her lip. "At least you could protect them."

His eyes widened a fraction of an inch and his ego swelled. She was damn right he could. He was confused again, though; she didn't smell like her body was looking to have Cubs, and she definitely wasn't in heat. She was too weak for anything like that to kick in. Why was she thinking so much about breeding, then? Just because it had been forced on her…?

Victor's animalistic side wanted cubs, but that was just because that's what mates did. Not much could happen until her heat, though, so all he could do was think and hope for the moment. He was a male and she was a female, so it was going to happen sooner or later.

"All I ask is that you wait." She said quietly. "Until I'm healthy again."

He smirked. "Darlin', nothin's gonna work until you're in heat anyways."

She seemed surprised, like she hadn't even thought of that. "Right." She laughed nervously. "It's been so long since I had a real one…"

He barked a laugh. "That's 'cause I wasn't around."

Her face reddened as much as it could. "I should be running from you, you know."

"Like to see you try." He growled, leaning further over her with a giant hand on either side of her head.

She appeared calm, but he could hear her heart hammering away. _That's right._ He thought. _You should be scared. _

He had done awful things, horrible things, because of that animal inside him. It was never satisfied, especially when it came to women. He had never had a feral, though, and he had never had a mate. Jimmy had, lots of times, because he was good with women and good with love, but Victor...he had no idea how it was supposed to work. He had no idea how to be gentle, especially with something as tiny as Ria. As he loomed over her, pinning her body down with only a tiny amount of his weight for fear of breaking her, he realized how small she actually was. So weak. So easily snapped in half.

He noticed a small growl beneath him and saw her staring up at him, those long fangs bared. A challenge? She couldn't be serious. "Frail, don't even try."

She hissed weakly, refusing to back down. "Get off."

He pressed more weight against her. "I'm in charge here."

She didn't like that.

In a flash, and with every ounce of energy she had, she shot up and snapped at his face, intent on ripping that smug grin right off. He leaned back, but not before she had managed to graze the tip of his nose with one of those fangs.

Victor snarled in her face, grabbing both of her wrists and holding them down as it grew into a roar. That had just pissed him off.

She fell still, absolutely frozen as he showed her his fangs and dug his claws into her hands. At least she knew that she was faster than him now. His size made him slow and all of that muscle probably made him stiff, and if she was going to get any kind of leg up on him, it looked like it was going to be through speed and flexibility.

"Don't." He growled.

She hissed again, even quieter than before. He was glad to see that she was fiery, even if it was going to be annoying. It justified his displays of power, though, and he wanted to show her how strong he was. He liked showing off.

With a big sigh, Ria gave up, tension leaving her muscles as she averted her eyes to the side. Victor was pleased and let her wrists go, flopping down next to her again, his weight making the cot shudder.

"...you're going to break this."

He snorted. "Been sleepin' on it for years, frail. It's fine."

She looked at him pointedly, scooting a bit closer. "I'm not talking about sleeping."

His breath caught in his chest. Maybe she was right. "...we don't hafta use the bed."

She smiled slightly. "It's been a long time since I had any fun."

Victor perked up at that. She was so _willing. _He felt his body respond and he had to stop himself from pushing her down and fucking her right then and there. But no, he wanted to save it; she was his mate, and he didn't want to break her. He would wait until she had some meat back on her and he could actually enjoy it.

Ria closed her eyes and laid her head on his bare chest. "I used to have _lots _of fun."

She was out to kill him, he decided as his jeans tightened. "You're temptin' me, frail…"

Her smile widened. "I was a dancer during the Great War. _Lots _of soldiers came to the club."

"I was a soldier."

She laughed. It was a nice sound. "What are you now?"

"Whatever I wanna be. Hitman, I s'pose."

A small shiver ran through her. "Sounds dangerous."

He grinned. "It is."

"Do you ever get afraid?"

"Ain't afraid'a anything, darlin'. Fear ain't in my vocabulary."

"Really? Nothing at all?"

"Nope."

"Humph." She nestled against him. "Me neither."

He snorted. "Sure, frail."

She wrinkled her nose. "Why do you keep saying that?"

"What, do you have somethin' better?"

"Anything."

He thought for a second. "I'll work on it."

Rolling onto her back, she looked up at him. "Mind working on getting me some food in the meantime?"

He growled in annoyance. She sure was demanding. But she was his, and he liked to take care of his things. "Only if you keep talkin' while I work."

"About what?" She asked as he got up and walked to the kitchen.

"Anythin'. You."

"What about me?"

_Everything. _"What d'ya like?"

_You, _she almost said. "I dunno. This, I guess."

He glanced over at her as he grabbed a venison steak. "Yeah?"

"Yeah." She ran her fingers over the pelt. "I guess I got used to a cage."

Victor snarled at that and she jumped for the second time. "Ya ain't gonna be in a cage ever again."

She liked it when he got like this. "How do you know?"

"I ain't lettin' it happen." He decided gruffly.

He walked back over to her after rinsing the meat off and held it out to her. She snatched it from him, tearing into it as if he wasn't going to feed her ever again.

"Frail, you don't hafta eat so fast." He chuckled.

She looked up and growled at him, her dark eyes even blacker. His nostrils flared angrily. Trying to keep him away from her food, was she? It wasn't going to work. It didn't matter that he had given it to her. If he wanted to grab it back, then he sure as hell was going to.

When he snarled in response at her ungratefulness, she made one last little noise and sulked as she finished her meal. She was quiet for a long while after that, licking her lips and fingers and curling back up on the bed for a nap.

Victor sighed as he watched her and eventually got himself some food, always keeping her in the corner of his eye. Now that he knew the monsters that were probably following her, he was never going to let her out of his sight. Ever. She was too precious to him.

As he sat and thought after he ate, he tried to remember everything he knew about his own kind. He had heard once that everybody had a soulmate, but he hadn't really believed it until Ria showed up. She calmed him, something that nobody but the runt had ever managed to do. She was special, and the effect she had on him was so…strange. He almost felt intoxicated when he breathed in her scent, and it seemed like his attraction to her was growing with each passing moment.

It was because the animal in him was growing comfortable, and it knew that they were in a safe enough place to have a mate. All that beast had to do now was wait for her heat and it would do what it was biologically programmed to do-fuck her and then protect her while she carried his young, and then do it again and again. How long was it going to take before it started, though? Her body was going to wait until it was healthy enough, and that could be weeks. Months, even. Could he stand to wait that long?

He would have to control himself for her when it did eventually happen. She was so small, and he was so strong. He had broken human frails before, and he didn't want to break this feral. _His _feral.

His mate.

The thought excited him. He had a mate. He had something that couldn't refuse him. Glancing over at her naked, sleeping form, he frowned to himself. He had to mark her. The world needed to know that she belonged to Victor Creed. Where would he do it, though? It was hard to decide, with her looking so...well, frail. Maybe he would wait until she filled out more.

A low growl rumbled in his chest. If he ever found the lab coats that did this to her...well, he'd make sure they saw their own organs before they died. He'd tear them out and then bring their still beating hearts back to Ria as trophies to show her that she was safe with him, and how strong he was. Even though she was already so okay with being his mate, he couldn't overcome to urge to need to impress her, to prove himself.

He didn't want to leave her alone, but he needed to go move those bodies he had left the day before before anyone found them. So he slipped away, making sure to grab her a blanket before leaving with a shovel and heading into the trees as quickly as he could, running towards the scent of old blood until he found the source. A few scavengers had already found them, which was a good sign. They were all coming out now that spring was finally here, and for once, Victor was thankful for the pests.

Dismemberment seemed like the easiest way to speed up the decomposition process, and he really wasn't interested in eating them or dragging them back to the cabin, so he just…tore them apart. He sliced them to ribbons, letting the sabertooth bathe in their blood, before digging a few graves deep enough that bears wouldn't try to find them and then dumping the pieces underground.

When he was confident that there wasn't a trace left, he made his way back, paranoid that he was going to find Ria gone. When he threw the door open, though, the only thing that happened was her jumping up, startled by the sudden noise. When she saw that it was him, she simply rolled her eyes and laid back down, going to sleep again in seconds.

He snorted. It seemed like sleeping was her greatest skill.

Now that he was confident that she was safe, he turned and went outside again to do his usual work around the house and immediate area, determined to be productive despite the woman sleeping inside.


	3. A Normal Man and his Normal Girl

"I want to go into town."

Victor stifled a frustrated sigh. She was relentless. "Why?"

"I want clothes that _actually _fit. And I want to eat something other than venison. And I'm _bored." _Ria said forcefully. "I've been here for two months and I've barely even gone outside."

"That's because you've been sleeping 20 hours a day, darlin'."

Over the past months, the female feral had been focused on fixing her body. She was eating massive amounts of meat, almost rivaling Victor's portions, and it was beginning to show. She was gaining weight rapidly, her healing factor was finally kicking back in and working on things while she slept, and she was beginning to actually look _alive. _Her hair was glossy and her eyes were bright, and every morning when Victor saw her in the sunlight coming through the window, it made his breath catch in his throat for a minute.

She was beautiful.

She was sleek and lean, her silver hair falling in curls now that it was finally being taken care of. Her claws were shiny and strong, and now that she was gaining all that weight, Victor could see that while petite, she had some very pleasing curves. Not enough to actually be called _curvy, _but she wasn't entirely flat, either. Her thighs seemed to be the thickest part of her, carrying most of her weight, and to Victor, that was a good sign. Her legs were strong, and that meant she could run if she needed to.

He caught himself staring at her ass, but not in time to stop the happy growl that came out of his throat. Victor just couldn't help it; he still had yet to taste her, but he knew it would be soon. It had to be.

That didn't stop him from being impatient, though. Sometimes it felt like his entire body ached for her, for just one tiny feel. He dreamed about it almost every night now, and he knew that Ria could tell when she woke up to find his teeth on her neck and his hands grabbing her in places that hadn't been grabbed in years.

Ria gave him an exasperated look. "I'm going whether you come with me or not." Then she smiled and took a step toward him. "Wouldn't you rather see me in clothes that fit right, anyways?"

His stomach tightened. She liked to remind him, at absolutely _every _chance she got now, that she had been a dancing girl, and a popular one at that. She knew fashion and makeup and hair, and she was beginning to spend more and more time paying attention to taking care of her image now. Unfortunately for Victor, he didn't have very much in the way of beauty supplies, and she complained constantly.

Her true colors were beginning to show, he supposed. She was probably trying to cover up the pain inside of her, to suppress all the memories of everything she had endured. More often than not, she woke Victor up with her nightmares, either by thrashing violently in her sleep or purposely tapping on his chest until he opened his eyes to find her crying and shaking and wanting to talk.

But by day now, she covered up her emotional bruises in homemade sugar scrubs.

"Just a couple outfits. Please? I just want my own clothes."

He growled. "I like seein' you in mine. Or in nothin' at all."

Ria put a hand on his chest. "And that's all fine and dandy...except that I require more. It'll be quick. You can carry me around if you want."

Tempting.

He huffed. "Fine. We have an hour."

She sighed. "Then it's right back here?"

"Yes."

"Okay…so can we go right now?"

Victor stopped himself from growling again and just nodded once before grabbing his signature coat and throwing the door open, waiting for her to follow. She paused, turned towards the bathroom, and almost made it inside to look at herself in the mirror before Victor sprang forward and grabbed her arm, dragging her outside.

"Ya look fine, frail."

"I just wanted to check!" she protested, adjusting the shirt dress she had made out of one of his button downs as he pulled her to the truck that always sat untouched.

"I checked for you, an' you're fine." he grunted, pulling the door open for her and shoving her inside before making his way around to the driver's side. He was silent as he started the engine and they peeled off towards the small dirt path through the trees that led to the highway a few miles in the distance.

"You're useless for this." she groaned as she looked at herself in the mirror. "My skin is still awful…"

Victor tightened his grip on the wheel and gritted his teeth. "No."

"Yes."

His nostrils flared. "Then tell me 'bout somethin' else. I'm gettin' real tired of this, darlin'."

It was finally her turn to growl. "Then what should i talk about, asshole?"

"Anythin' but that."

_Dancing, _he thought. _I wanna hear about dancing._

Luckily, she had similar ideas. "I was famous, you know."

"Really, now?" He asked gruffly.

"Yes, really. I danced all around the world."

"What kind of dancing?"

"Burlesque."

He knew that she could smell his excitement.

She grinned. "I went everywhere…New York, New Orleans, San Francisco...even Europe. I even did ads for war bonds once."

"What'd you do before that?"

"Danced in New York."

"Before that."

"What, like my childhood?" she thought for a moment. "I had some brothers. We...lived in a little town on a mountain."

He gave her a sidelong glance. "When'd you turn feral?"

"Puberty, I guess...my baby teeth fell out, and I got fangs in their place. My parents tried to hide me, but that can only work for so long when your kid is a little monster. I kept wanting to hunt, and they kept passing it off as just 'children will be children' until I killed another kid. And then I got my spots, and I ran."

So...those weren't tattoos after all.

"I lived here and there, and I met a couple mutants, and I got into dancing when I was older because the humans thought I was pretty."

"Y'are pretty," Victor said.

"Thanks, big guy."

He was honestly a bit surprised when the growl he expected never rose in his chest.

"I always stayed alone, until I needed a place to hide out when I had been teaching dance and trying to lay low for a while. A family with a couple kids took me in and started treating me like their own." she snorted. "They thought I was in college trying to make a living. The kids started calling me their sister and the parents started acting like I was their daughter." Ria cracked a smile. "Tim and Mary. The kids were Ellen and Danny. Total nuclear family. It was...nice, kind of. But then those assholes caught me."

"You don't need them now, frail." _I'm all you need. _

"It'd be nice to pop in and say hi. Plus…"

He stifled a sigh. Of course she would want to go find them.

"I left some stuff there. It's...important to me."

"Eventually."

"I'd like to go before my heat starts and every feral on the continent can smell me."

This time he sighed for real. "Where are they?"

"...Virginia."

Then he growled for real.

"Oh, shut up."

His growl grew into a snarl. For real.

"It would throw off anyone coming to look for me here."

The snarl quieted as he realized that, sadly, she was right. "That's a couple days each way, frail."

"And a couple in the middle with them. A week is more than enough." she looked at him and grinned. "Come on, say it."

He huffed.

"Say it."

"...You're right."

"Bet your ass I am." she settled back into her seat smugly as they drove into town and parked outside of the general store. A few men standing outside the bar across the street perked up as they watched Ria get out of the truck and walk inside, Victor narrowing his eyes at them before following her.

He was antsy thinking about them while he waited for her pick out what she wanted, antsy enough that he didn't even notice how much she was trying to buy until it was too late and he had already absentmindedly handed her the wad of cash he had been paid for his last hit several months ago. She blew through a good portion of it, changed in the store, used a mirror in the bathroom to try to remember how to put on makeup, and handed him the bags to carry before he finally checked back in with reality and had the chance to get irritated with her.

She strutted out in her new boots, happily bouncing along back to the truck and checking her hair in one of the mirrors while she waited for him to catch up.

He just _had _to get caught up with a showgirl, didn't he?

The men were still standing outside the bar, and this time, they whistled when they saw Ria. She turned towards them after a few moments, as if it took her that long to notice them, and Victor watched her entire body tense and freeze. No, not tense...she was still lithe, just...completely frozen.

He was too confused to do anything other than watch for a minute. One of the men started to holler at her, but fell silent under her unwavering gaze. She simply...stared. What the fuck was she doing? If this was a habit of hers, then she was going to get both of them killed through pure inaction.

Finally, he just couldn't stand it anymore and snarled loud enough to tear everyone away from their senses. Pulling the door open, he shoved Ria inside the truck before stomping around and throwing the bags in on top of her through his side, yanking his door shut, turning the key in the ignition and flooring it.

"What the fuck was that?" he asked.

"Sizing up the locals."

"Sizing up?" he snapped. "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"

She looked up at him. He was incredibly flustered. "They stared at me. I stared at them. One guy pissed himself."

She was pure predator, Victor decided. He had always heard that female ferals weren't to be trifled with, but if that's how she killed, too, then she was very...cold. Calculated. Silent.

Perfect.

He tried to regain himself. "Good to see you can take care of yourself, darlin'."

"Yes. Well. Safe to say we should go to Virginia now, don't you think?"

"Why?"

"If anybody comes through town asking about me, those men will be able to say I was there. We don't wanna be around while they're sniffing for a leopard."

What a bitch.

"You did this on purpose, frail." he growled.

His icy tone seemed to push her down a notch. "I actually didn't…" she said quietly.

He exhaled sharply. "Yer right, though. But frail…."

"Yes?"

"You wanted to go before your heat." he looked over at her as the truck tore along the highway. "You sound awful eager to get there. Have anythin' to share?"

She swallowed nervously, all of her bravado vanishing. "N-no…" she looked down at the bags in her lap. "I...I feel good. You make me excited. You make my stomach churn. In a good way."

He was amused by the way that her walls were so easily stripped back down. He liked this version of Ria more. "I make you feel nice, huh?"

"...Yeah. I figure it's just a matter of time."

"When was the last time, darlin'?"

"I was in heat?"

He gave a quick nod and she paused to think.

"Definitely before I went to that fucking prison…maybe when I was at the club? So...before I lived with Tim and Mary…" She frowned. "Ten years ago?"

Victor smirked. Her heat was going to hit her hard.

"Kind of sucked anyways though."

He raised an eyebrow. "Why?"

"I could only find one guy the whole time. He wasn't great. He was feral, though, but not very…impressive."

Victor growled to himself.

"So snarly all the time," Ria commented. "What've you got to be so grumpy about?"

"I'm not grumpy."

"Then what's with the attitude?" she reached out and scratched his chin, crooning. "My big grumpy man."

He raised his lip in a snarl. "Don't test me, frail."

"Not testing anything." she withdrew her hand after gliding her fingers across his cheek. He quieted down again and she smiled softly. She liked that she could both rile him up and calm him.

They drove in silence until Victor turned on the radio and they listened to slightly staticky AM stations. As Ria stared out the window at the small towns they passed occasionally, she gathered that they had been pretty deep into Canada, and the only way they were making it to their destination in just a few days was Victor's reckless driving. They pushed 120 most of the time, and Ria started growing concerned for the poor truck after about an hour.

She tried not to think about it.

Instead, her mind wandered to focusing on her life in general now that she was getting healthier and more comfortable. Victor was dangerous, but what feral wasn't, especially males? He was just _big, _and so fucking grumpy a good portion of the time...but as much as she pushed him, he never gave her more than warnings. He would growl and snarl and grab her and snap in her face, but he had yet to actually hurt her. She figured that he didn't want to damage something that would potentially be giving him children.

Children...god, was she actually going to have any? She supposed it wasn't such a bad thought, and at least Victor was strong. The leopard in her thought it was a good idea, but she didn't necessarily always trust it about things that were so deeply rooted in ancient, primal instincts. That's what ferals were, though; old, savage, instinctual.

She wondered how long it would be until Victor tried something. It would probably be soon, wouldn't it? Now that he knew that she was expecting a heat...maybe it would be in just a few hours, when it got dark out and they stopped to sleep. Would they even stop at a motel? She hoped so. She really didn't want to figure out how to sleep in the truck, especially with someone as huge as Victor there.

He really made her feel tiny. She knew she was pretty small, but usually she wasn't quite so...delicate. She was stronger than he made her seem, but it never felt like it. Victor was realizing lately, too; he was careful with her, but at the same time, he was growing rougher. He liked to pick her up, and if he decided it was time for bed, he would toss her down. It almost felt like he was playing, even though he rarely looked genuinely happy.

She wanted him to be happy for some reason. Maybe it was because she was getting more and more accepting of him as her mate. She had never had anything very close to one before; she had some flings, especially when she danced in the 40s and had so many military suitors, but none of them ever really lasted. She was a little ashamed to admit that she grew tired of them all pretty quickly, some after just a few weeks if they were humans and not mutants. She had a few one night stands, but not very many of those, either, and the last one had been with that feral who found her in her last heat, and now she was embarrassed that it had ever happened.

"Desperation." She snarled at herself.

Victor tensed in surprise.

"Sorry," Ria glanced over at him.

Thankfully he let it slide. "We're stoppin' for food."

"What? Really?" She looked out the window to see that they were entering another small town.

"Really."

Her stomach growled and she realized how hungry she was. The thought of eating something other than venison and what few other edibles in the cabin made her mouth water. "My god...real food!"

He wrinkled his nose, offended. "I give ya real food, frail."

"The charm of dead deer wears off after the first month."

He snorted and pulled into a lot outside a diner. Ria hopped out of the truck excitedly, happy to be stretching her legs after being cramped for so long. Her left foot tingled and went numb as they started walking in, pins and needles making her stumble into Victor's side. He looked at her in concern, putting an arm around her shoulders as she struggled to regain feeling in her toes.

"I'm fine," she snapped, embarrassed. "Fine."

Victor chuckled, the low sound rumbling almost like his growls did. "Whatever you say, darlin'."

They walked into the surprisingly busy little restaurant, and suddenly all eyes were on the mismatched pair. Waitresses paused in the middle of taking orders, old men stopped mid-chew, and the few children that sat with their parents stared rudely. They had no idea why the two were so unsettling; maybe it was Victor's size, or the long coat he wore; maybe it was Ria's piercing eyes, or how opposite she looked next to him with her small frame and delicate features.

A growl rose in Victor's chest, low enough that the humans couldn't hear it, and Ria put a hand on his arm in warning. His nostrils flared as he took in all the scents of the diner, sifting through them in his head, searching for anything threatening. Ria pulled him past the "Seat Yourself" sign and into a nearby booth, ignoring the scoffs they received from the family across from them.

"You sure aren't good at being discreet," she muttered to Victor.

He looked at her dangerously. "Can't be too careful." he put his head down slightly and peered around at what he could see of the room. "They're afraid. Like they should be."

"I know." Ria answered as a waitress brought them waters and left as quickly as she could. "They probably don't see many out of towners here."

He growled quietly again. "They know what we are. Just don't show it."

Ria furrowed her brows. "What do you mean?"

"We evolved alongside 'em. Mutants and humans have always existed together, frail. They just forgot." he took a sip of his water, crunching on some of the ice. "They know they should be scared, though."

"Maybe they're just scared because you look like you could suplex a bull elephant."

The edges of his mouth twitched in a smile and he watched as she grabbed a menu and combed through it, twisting a strand of hair around her claws. This was just like a...date? Is that what it was? He would have to ask Jimmy next time they crossed paths. Whether it was or not, Victor found himself enjoying it, and for a few minutes, he felt like they were just some kind of normal couple, blending in with society. Not exactly what he wanted, but it was almost...nice, for a change, to pretend that he didn't know all of the things that he did, that he hadn't seen all of the things he'd seen. Just a normal man, out to dinner with his normal girl.

He knew they'd never be that way, and that their normal was far from any human's, but in that moment, it was nice, and the tiger was quiet.


End file.
